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Secondly, a tax may not reach the marginal product, be-
cause it is not imposed on production at all. It may be
imposed, not on production, but on the results of production.
In order that any change may take place in price, there must
be, as we have seen, some alteration in the supply. A tax
on the marginal product would obviously at once tend to
cause such an alteration in the supply. But if the tax is
imposed on what accrues to the producer after all his ex-
penses are deducted and his accounts closed, the tendency to
an alteration in the supply will be diminished. The surplus
above all expenses is either rent or profits. Economic rent
and pure profits are the results of price, not conditions of
[price. A tax on surplus, therefore, would not reach the
marginal product at all, and would not tend to cause any
change of price. It is only through the slower and more
indirect influence of a general fall in profits that any alter-
ation, if at all, would take place. The greater the extent,
therefore, to which the tax falls on surplus, instead of on
margin, the smaller the chance of any shifting of the tax.

9.  Is the Tax Large or Small?

From the point of view of pure theory it might seem
immaterial what the rate of tax is; for however slight the
charge might be, it would still be mathematically measurable.
But in practical life individuals often observe the same prin-
ciple that is expressed in the legal maxim de minimis non
c^lrat lex. A producer who is called upon to pay a very
small tax which would, under ordinary conditions, be shifted
to the consumer, may prefer to assume it himself rather than
to run the risk of annoying his customer about what is after
all a trifle. Or the price of the commodity may be fixed by
custom, so that the producer will not dare to risk loss by any
addition to the price. A good example of the first case is
the small tax imposed by the United States in 1898 on parlor-
car tickets. Rather than annoy the passengers, the compa-
nies have assumed the tax. An equally good example of the